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Nine focus groups comprising 23 program implementers recruited from nine schools were 
conducted to evaluate the Tier 1 Program (Secondary 2 Program) of the P.A.T.H.S. Project. 
Qualitative findings showed that a majority of the program implementers regarded the program 
as beneficial to the program participants in different psychosocial domains. The program 
implementers also described the program positively and positive metaphors were used to 
represent the program. In conjunction with the previous research findings, the present study 
provides further support for the effectiveness of the Tier 1 Program of Project P.A.T.H.S. in 
promoting holistic development among Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong. 
 






To promote holistic development among adolescents in Hong Kong, The Hong Kong Jockey 
Club Charities Trust approved HK$400 million to launch a project entitled “P.A.T.H.S. to 
Adulthood: A Jockey Club Youth Enhancement Scheme”. The acronym “P.A.T.H.S.” denotes 
Positive Adolescent Training through Holistic Social Programmes. There are two tiers of 
program (Tier 1 and Tier 2) in this project. The Tier 1 Program is a universal positive youth 
development program for students from Secondary 1 to Secondary 3, using a set of multi-year 
curricula developed by the Research Team comprising scholars from different disciplines, 
including social work, psychology, education, and rehabilitation and health. The Tier 2 
Program is a selective program provided for students with greater psychological needs at each 
grade.  
As an exemplary youth development program emphasizing the importance of 
evidence-based practice, the Tier 1 Program of the Project P.A.T.H.S. was systematically 
designed based on sound theories and research findings [1,2,3]. Moreover, rigorous evaluation 
on the effectiveness of the Tier 1 Program has also been carried out, with triangulation by 
different data sources (e.g., program implementers and participants), different methods 
(objective outcome evaluation, subjective outcome evaluation, qualitative evaluation and 
process evaluation), researchers (e.g., intra- and inter-rater reliability checking) and data types 
(quantitative data and qualitative data).  
There are several lines of evidence supporting the effectiveness of the Tier 1 Program. 
This is the Pre-Published Version.
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First, objective outcome evaluation at pretest and posttest [4,5], as well as subjective outcome 
evaluation collected from the program participants and implementers [6-12], showed that the 
program was beneficial to the participants. Second, qualitative evaluation based on focus group 
interviews [13-16], analyses of students’ weekly diaries [17] and case studies [18,19] also 
showed that both program participants and implementers had positive perceptions of the 
program and regarded the program as helpful to the students’ overall development. Third, 
process evaluation based on systematic classroom observation [20,21] and interim evaluation 
[22,23] showed that the implementation fidelity was high, and the program was well-received, 
though some implementation difficulties were also reported.  
Among various qualitative evaluation strategies, Morgan [24] pointed out that focus 
group interview is a good strategy because it produces an opportunity to collect data from group 
discussing topics of interest to the researchers. It also combines the advantages of both 
individual interview and participant observation. First, as the researcher defines the discussion 
topics, focus group is less spontaneous than participant observation. Second, because of the 
participant-defined nature of group interaction, the focus group setting is more flexible than 
individual interview. Furthermore, focus group allows generation of rich information via 
respondents’ interactions, which can hardly be obtained in individual interview [25,26]. In 
addition, the information collected could be ecologically valid if the focus group is conducted 
in corresponding social setting [27]. 
As qualitative findings can give an in-depth picture on the effects of a program, the 
present study was carried out to evaluate the Tier 1 Program of the Project P.A.T.H.S. based on 
qualitative findings generated from focus group interviews conducted in secondary schools. 
Although positive findings were found in the previous studies based on focus group interviews, 
the findings were limited to Secondary 1 level in the Experimental Implementation Phase 
(2005/06 academic year) [13,14] and the Full Implementation Phase (2006/07 academic year) 
[15,16]. Therefore, it is important to examine the perceptions of the program implementers 
when they implemented the Secondary 2 Program.  
The present study attempted to examine the program implementers’ views on the Tier 1 
Program “because personnel, consciously or unconsciously, influence the effectiveness of 
prevention program lessons, it is important to assess their perceptions when evaluating a 
specific program to provide insight into the context in which the program operates” (28, p. 219). 
Furthermore, several arguments can be put forward to support the importance of evaluating 
youth development programs from the instructors’ perspective. First, in the utilization-focused 
evaluation paradigm, the Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation [29] 
indicates that different stakeholders should be identified (Standard U1) and their views should 
be taken into account (Standard F2). Second, as program implementers are usually more 
experienced than the students, it can be argued that the implementers have better skills and 
experiences in judging the quality of the program designed, hence they are in a better position to 
assess the program effectiveness. Third, in the Project P.A.T.H.S., although teachers and social 
workers are expected to carry out both program implementation and evaluation tasks in their 
practice, role conflict is not a problem as they are basically trained to carry out reflective 
practice and these professions actually encourage professionals to evaluate the delivered 
programs in an honest and sincere manner.  
The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the effectiveness of the Project P.A.T.H.S. via 
qualitative evaluation based on focus group interviews with program implementers delivering 
the Tier 1 Program (Secondary 2 Program) in the Full Implementation Phase in the 2007/08 
academic year. A general qualitative orientation was adopted in this study, in which general 
strategies of qualitative research are employed (e.g., collection of qualitative data, respecting 
the views of the informants, data analysis without preset coding scheme) but a specific 
qualitative approach is not adhered to. According to Shek, Tang and Han [30], the general 
qualitative orientation is the most commonly-used qualitative research approach in field of 







Among the schools joining the Secondary 2 Program of the Project P.A.T.H.S. in the Full 
Implementation Phase in the 2007/08 academic year (N=196), there were 80 schools adopting 
the full program (i.e., 20h program involving 40 units) and 116 schools adopted the 10h core 
program. In the sampling process, eight randomly selected schools joining the full program and 
two randomly selected schools joining the core program were invited to participate in the focus 
group interviews. However, a school adopted the 20h program declined because its instructors 
were busy at term end and could not schedule a time slot for interview. Among the nine schools, 
eight schools integrated the Tier 1 Program into their formal curriculum (e.g., Life Education 
and Civic Education) while one school implemented the Tier 1 Program in form teacher lessons. 
The average number of class per school was 4.9 (range = 3-6). The program implementers in 
these nine schools were invited to join the focus group interviews. With school as a unit, nine 
focus groups were formed, comprising 15 teachers and 8 social workers. The average number 




Informants’ consent was obtained prior to the study. All focus group interviews were jointly 
conducted by two trained colleagues. There were four trained interviewers in total, of whom 
one had a doctoral degree and the others were registered social workers. During the interviews, 
the respondents were encouraged to verbalize their views and perceptions of the program. With 
respect to Principle 3 (i.e., detailed description of the data collection procedures) suggested by 
Shek et al. [30], the broad interview guide of the focus group interviews conducted is presented 
in Table 1. The interview questions were designed with reference to the CIPP model [31] and 
previous research [32]. In the interviews, the interviewers adopted the role of facilitators, and 
were conscious of being open to accommodate both positive and negative experiences 
expressed by the informants. As the interviewers either had training in social group work and/or 
substantial group work experience, they were conscious of the importance of encouraging the 




The interviews were audio recorded, with the respondents’ consent. The content of the 
interviews was fully transcribed by student helpers and checked for accuracy by two other 
trained helpers. In the coding process, another two research assistants, who were not involved 
in the data collection, were involved in the data analyses of the narratives. The unit of analysis 
was a meaningful unit instead of a statement. For example, the statement that a program was 
"worthy and amusing" were broken down into two meaningful units or attributes, namely, 
"worthy" and "amusing". On the other hand, descriptions with similar meaning (e.g., "good 
quality" and "high quality") were grouped into the same attribute category. The present coding 
system was developed after much consideration of the raw data and several preliminary 
analyses. 
After initial coding, the positivity nature of the codes was determined, with four 
possibilities (positive code, negative code, neutral code, and undecided code). To enhance the 
reliability of the coding on the positivity nature of the raw codes, both intra- and inter-rater 
reliability were carried out. Because of space limitation, qualitative findings on three areas are 
presented in this paper: (1) descriptors that were used by the informants to describe the program, 
(2) metaphors (i.e., incidents, objects, or feelings) that were used by the informants to stand for 
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the program, and (3) implementers’ perceptions of the benefits of the program to students. 
 
Ideological Biases and Preoccupations as Well as Strategies to Deal with Them 
 
Shek et al. [30] argued for the importance of discussing the ideological biases and 
preoccupations of the researchers in a qualitative evaluation report (Principle 4). As program 
developers, the authors might have the preoccupation that the implemented program was good 
and it was beneficial to the students. In addition, the researchers might have the tendency to 
look at positive evidence rather than negative evidence. Thus, several safeguards against the 
subtle influence of such ideological biases and preoccupations were included in the present 
study (Principle 5). First, the researchers were conscious of the existence of ideological 
preoccupations (e.g., positive youth development programs are beneficial to adolescents), and 
carried out data collection and analyses in a disciplined manner. Second, both inter- and 
intra-rater reliability checks on the coding were carried out (Principle 6). Third, multiple 
researchers and research assistants were involved in the data collection and analysis processes 
(Principle 7). Fourth, the first author was conscious of the importance and development of audit 
trails (Principle 9). The audio files, transcriptions, and steps involved in the development of 




For the descriptors used by the informants to describe the program, there were 44 raw 
descriptors and they could be further categorized into 33 categories (Table 2). Among these 
descriptors, 36 (81.8%) of them were coded as positive descriptors. For instance, “Continuous 
effort, up-to-date information, sharing” (Instructor A in School A) were the three descriptors 
given by one of the instructors to depict the program. In order to examine the intra-rater 
reliability of the coding, each of the two research assistants recoded 20 randomly selected raw 
descriptors (without knowing the original codes given) at the end of the scoring process, and the 
intra-rater agreement percentages calculated on the positivity of the coding for these descriptors 
were 100% and 100%, respectively. Also, the same 20 randomly selected descriptors were 
coded by another two colleagues with a Master Degree without knowing the original codes 
given, with each of them coding 20 descriptors. The inter-rater agreement percentages 
calculated on the positivity of the coding were 85% and 100%, respectively.  
As shown in Table 3, 14 metaphors were used by the informants to stand for the program, 
and nine of them (64.3%) were regarded as positive metaphors while five were regarded as 
neutral metaphors. Reliability tests showed that the intra-rater agreement percentages 
calculated on the positivity of the coding for these metaphors were 100% and 100%, 
respectively by the two research assistants. Similarly, the inter-rater agreement percentages 
calculated on the positivity of the coding were 100% and 100%, respectively by another two 
colleagues with a Master Degree. One of the positive metaphors and one of the neutral 
metaphors used for portraying the program are shown below,  
 
“Firework, very resplendent. That is, many unexpected things would happen…and it is 
very excited every time… Therefore, I think, first, there are surprises; second, there is 
much interaction, which in fact is enjoyable…” (Instructor B in School B) 
 
“Retractable telescope. We cannot see the (program) effect immediately, because we like 
to invite students to have long-term views. However, if the students do not know how to 
use (the retractable telescope), they may see some inverse image, or even see nothing 
else. In fact, we hope to teach them how to use in the process, and how to see a bit farther, 
wishing (one) can see beautiful things.” (Instructor C in School C)    
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Regarding the perceived benefits of the program to the program participants, 120 
responses were recorded involving 29 attributes categorized into benefits at general level, 
interpersonal level, personal level and others (Table 4). The findings showed that 106 responses 
(88.3%) were coded as positive responses. An example was shown in the following narratives 
of an instructor.  
  
“If s/he (the student) can point out one of the memorable things, or some activities s/he 
still have impression in mind, no matter games, instructors’ words, or a moment, I think it is 
already a benefit in his/her life. That is, it is good actually. That is, s/he receives some messages 
first. In fact, how the future will be is depending on him/her, in his/her heart, it blossoms, or can 
be applied to daily life.” (Instructor D in School D) 
 
Reliability tests showed that the intra-rater agreement percentages calculated on the 
positivity of the coding from these perceived program benefits were 100% and 95%, 
respectively by the two research assistants, whereas the inter-rater agreement percentages 
calculated on the positivity of the coding were 95% and 85%, respectively by another two 




The aim of the present study was to examine the effectiveness of the Tier 1 Program based on 
the qualitative evaluation of the focus group interviews with program implementers. Two major 
conclusions can be drawn from this study. First, the program was basically perceived in a 
positive manner from the perspective of the program implementers (Table 2 and Table 3). 
Although some teachers and social workers perceived the program in a negative manner (e.g., 
lack of time), this was not the dominant view. In fact, comparatively more implementers 
perceived the program to be fruitful and interesting. The findings based on the metaphors also 
showed that most of the responses were positive in nature, although the percentage of “neutral” 
responses was quite substantial. The present findings are generally consistent with those 
reported previously [16], suggesting that the program implementers perceived the Tier 1 
Program in a positive manner. 
Second, nearly fourth-fifths of the implementers perceived the program to be beneficial to 
students (Table 4). On the personal level, many implementers reported that this program had 
strengthened the students’ behavioral competence (e.g., students exhibited more positive 
behaviors) and personal growth (e.g., enhanced abilities and willingness to express themselves). 
On the interpersonal level, many instructors thought that this program not only strengthened 
students’ social skills, but also enhanced student-instructor relationship. These positive 
findings are consistent with previous findings obtained in Secondary 1 Program [13-16]. 
Following the principle of triangulation, the present findings, which based on the 
implementers’ perspective, echoed with the previous quantitative and qualitative evaluation 
findings that the Tier 1 Program was effective in promoting the holistic development among the 
program participants. 
On the other hand, it is noteworthy that there was negative view that the program was 
unable to help students with special needs (Table 4). However, it is noteworthy that the Tier 1 
Program of the Project P.A.T.H.S. is a universal program designed for all junior secondary 
school students, with students having unique psychosocial needs being invited to join the Tier 2 
Program which is tailor-made for these students by the school social services agency. Therefore, 
students with special psychosocial needs can join the Tier 2 Program to receive appropriate 
service. Honestly, an effective program that can successfully promote positive changes in 
students requires collaboration among several stakeholders, and sufficient facilities and 
back-up [19].  
In addition, some of the implementers reported that they were unable to observe 
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immediate positive changes in students. There are several factors contributing to this 
observation. First, since the students only attended 10 or 20 hours of training per grade for two 
years only, it might not be lengthy enough for them to acquire changes. In other words, the 
dosage of the program may affect the outcome. Second, because positive youth development 
program commonly adopts the experiential learning approach in which learning is acquired by 
participating, experiencing and reflecting [33], changes in students may need consolidation and 
integration. Unlike academic learning which can be measured by simple knowledge acquisition, 
it is important to provide sufficient opportunities for students to experience, do experiment, 
reflect and conceptualize. For instance, instructors can carry out some additional activities after 
each lesson, such as exercises in program handbooks, and encourage students to apply what 
they learnt in lessons to daily life so as to consolidate students’ learning. In sum, both in-depth 
and extensive exposure is pertinent in creating prominent positive changes in students. 
According to Shek et al. [30], it is important to look at alternative explanations in the 
interpretations of qualitative evaluation findings (Principle 10). There are several alternative 
explanations of the present findings, but they can be partially dismissed. First, although the 
findings can be explained in terms of demand characteristics, this explanation was not likely 
because the implementers were encouraged to voice out their views without restriction, and 
negative voices were in fact heard. Second, although it can be argued that the favorable findings 
were due to ideological biases of the researchers, several safeguards (e.g., intra- and inter-rater 
reliability, disciplined data collection, analyses and interpretations) were used to reduce biases 
in the data collection and analysis process. Finally, it may be argued that the perceived benefits 
were due to other youth enhancement programs. However, this argument can be partially 
dismissed as implementers in the focus group interviews were specifically asked about the 
program effects of the Project P.A.T.H.S. only.  
There are several limitations of the study which should be discussed [30]. First, although 
the number of schools and implementers participating in this study is respectable, it would be 
helpful if more schools and implementers stratified according to school types (e.g., different 
academic and socio-economical background) could be recruited. Second, only one-shot 
interview was conducted for each focus group, and thus it would be illuminating if regular and 
on-going qualitative evaluation data could be collected in each school. Third, besides focus 
groups, in-depth individual interviews would enable the researchers to understand the inner 
worlds and subjective experiences of each program implementers. Finally, although nearly all 
principles proposed by Shek et al. [30] were upheld in this study, peer checking and member 
checking (Principle 8) were not carried out in this study because of time and manpower 
constraints. Despite these limitations, this study provides additional qualitative evaluation 
findings supporting the positive nature of the Project P.A.T.H.S. and its effectiveness in 
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Interview Guide for the Focus Group Interviews Involving the Implementers 
 
A. Context Evaluation: 
 
 How much do you know about “Positive Youth Development Programs” (e.g., “Life Skills 
Education”)? What is your overall impression of these programs? 
 Have you taught programs that are similar to the Project P.A.T.H.S. before? 
 If yes, how effective do you feel they are? 
 From your perspective, what are the differences between the Project P.A.T.H.S. and other 
similar programs? 
 Do you agree with the vision of the Project P.A.T.H.S.? Why? 
 
 
B. Input Evaluation: 
 
 What kind of effects do you feel that the implementation of the Project P.A.T.H.S. have on 
the school’s normal operation? 
 If the school incorporates the Project P.A.T.H.S. curriculum into the normal curriculum 
(e.g., Life Education, Integrated Humanities, etc.), from your perspective, what are the 
advantages and disadvantages of this arrangement? 
 If the school does not incorporate the Project P.A.T.H.S. curriculum into the normal 
curriculum (e.g., homeroom, extra-curricular activities, etc.), do you feel that this 
arrangement is successful? 
 To accommodate the implementation of the Project P.A.T.H.S., did the school make special 
arrangements? 
 Do you feel that the principal and administrative staff support the implementation of the 
Project P.A.T.H.S. at your school? Why or Why not? 




C. Process Evaluation: 
 
1. General Impression of the Program 
 
 What is your overall impression of the program? What are your feelings? 
 All in all, did you enjoy leading the program? 
 Regarding the program, what has given you a lasting impression? 
 While implementing the program, did you have any unforgettable experiences? 
 
2. Comments on the Program Content 
 
 Regarding the program, what are the things you like? And what are the things you dislike? 
 What are your views on the different units and content of the program?  
 Which units do you like the most? Why? 
 From your recollection, are there any activities that aroused students’ interest to participate 
in the program? 
 
3. Comments on the Program Implementation 
 
 While implementing the program, did you encounter any difficulties? 
 Do you feel that the program implementation was successful? 
 To what degree/extent did you follow the program curriculum manuals? Why? 





TABLE 1 (continued) 
 
D. Product Evaluation 
 
1.  Evaluation of the General Effectiveness of the Program 
 
 Do you feel that the program is beneficial to the development of adolescents? 
 Have you noticed any changes in students after their participation in the program? If yes, 
what are the changes? (free elicitation) 
 If you noticed changes in students, what do you think are the factors that have caused such 
changes? 
 If you have not noticed changes in students, what do you think are the factors that have 
caused students not to change? 
 
2.  Evaluation of the Specific Effectiveness of the Program 
 
 Do you think that the program can promote students’ self-confidence/ability to face the 
future? 




 Do you think that the program can enhance students’ spirituality aspect? 
 Do you think that the program can promote the students’ bonding with family, teachers and 
friends? 
 Do you think that the program can establish students’ compassion and care for others? 
 Do you think that the program can promote students’ participation and care for the society? 
 Do you think that the program can promote students’ sense of responsibility to the society, 
family, teachers and peers? 
 
3.  The Program’s Impact on the Instructor 
 
 Do you feel you have gained something by leading this program? And have you lost 
something? 
 If you have the opportunity in future, do you wish to lead similar programs again? 
 
4. Other Comments 
 
 If you are invited to use three descriptive words to describe the program, what are the three 
words that you would use? 
 If you are invited to use one incident, object/thing or feeling (e.g., indigestion, enjoyment, 






Descriptors Used by the Implementers to Describe the Program 
 
Responses 
Nature of the Response 
Total 
Positive Neutral Negative Undecided 
Comprehensive 1    1 
Systematic 1    1 
Diversified 2    2 
Cognitive enhancement 1    1 
Fruitful 4    4 
Sometimes touching 1    1 
Match the topic very much 1    1 
(Very) Positive 3    3 
Interesting 4    4 
Effective 1    1 
Step by step 1    1 
Rare 1    1 
Interactive 1    1 
Excited 1    1 
Good feelings 1    1 
Very practical 1    1 
Very relaxed 1    1 
Meaningful 1    1 
Worthy to implement 1    1 
Closely connected with life 1    1 
Satisfied 1    1 
Glad 1    1 
Have gains 1    1 
Have positive expectation 1    1 
Hardworking 1    1 
Up-to-date information 1    1 
Sharing 1    1 
Bittersweet  1   1 
Partially uncertain  1   1 
Too wide (scope)   1  1 
Lack of time   3  3 
Worried   1  1 
Exclamation mark    1 1 
Total responses 36 2 5 1 44 




Metaphors Used by the Implementers to Represent the Program 
 
Metaphors Nature of the Response Total   Positive Neutral Negative Undecided 
Perceiving the elephant in blind   1   1 
Firework  1    1 
Buffet  1    1 
Comb  1    1 
Gift  1    1 
Durian   1   1 
Clock   1   1 
Baby bird  1    1 
Wikipedia  1    1 
New product   1   1 
Retractable telescope   1   1 
Seeding  1    1 
Growing flower  1    1 
Sunshine  1    1 
Total responses 9 5 0 0 14 
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TABLE 4 
Benefits of the Tier 1 Program Perceived by the Implementers  
 
Category Subcategory Responses Nature of the Response Total Positive Neutral Negative Undecided 
General 
- Have significant positive influences on students 7    7 
 Have some kind of help to students 16    16 
 Its effectiveness will be shown in the long run 7    7 
 Unable to observe the changes within a short period of time    3 3 
 Students are unable to perceive immediate changes in themselves    1 1 
 Unable to notice the immediate changes in students’ resilience    1 1 
 Unable to notice the immediate changes in values and identity    2 2 
 The effectiveness depends on the students’ learning attitudes  2   2 
 Difficult to measure the effectiveness    2 2 
 Little enhancement on academics 1    1 
 Unable to help the students with special needs   1  1 




Enhanced student-instructor relationship 20    20 
Enhanced peer relationship and cooperation 6    6 
Enhanced social skills 9    9 










Increased students’ ability and willingness to 
express oneself 7    7 
Increased maturity 1    1 
 Subtotal 8 0 0 0 8 
Emotional 
Competence Enhanced emotional management 3    3 
  Subtotal 3 0 0 0 3 
Behavioral 
Competence 
Enhanced problem-solving skills 1    1 
Enhanced conflict management 1    1 
Strengthened positive behaviors 5    5 
Application of learnt things to daily life 1    1 
Learnt to appreciate, take care of and respect 
others 3    3 
Take initiative 3    3 
 Subtotal 14 0 0 0 14 
Cognitive 
Competence 
Enhanced critical thinking 2    2 
Enhanced self-reflection 4    4 
  Subtotal 6 0 0 0 6 
 Moral Competence Enhanced moral competence 2    2 
  Subtotal 2 0 0 0 2 
Others - 
Enhancing instructors’ knowledge and 
development 7    7 
Promoting schools’ concern on student 
development 1    1 
Others    1 1 
  Subtotal 8 0 0 1 9 
Total responses Total 106 12 1 1 120 
 
 
 
 
